The Freedom to Speak Up Review, when published in 2015, set out advice and recommendations to ensure NHS staff felt safe to raise concerns and confident those concerns would be acted upon.
In it, Sir Robert Francis urged, ''We need to get away from a culture of blame, and the fear that it generates, to one which celebrates openness and commitment to safety and improvement''.
Appointing Freedom to Speak Up Guardians at Trusts to help support whistleblowers and encourage a speak up culture was a key Francis recommendation. Today, every Trust in England has an appointed Guardian, and in some cases, several, and to ensure they are equipped for the role, each has undergone whistleblowing training.
By the spring of 2017, around 260 healthcare staff at approximately 300 Trusts had undergone practical whistleblowing training. This includes National Guardian Dr Henrietta Hughes, a practicing GP with over 20 years of experience across primary, secondary and community healthcare, who took up post in October 2016 to support the Freedom to Speak Up Guardians.
The Freedom to Speak Up Guardian model is certainly a unique one with very little like it existing elsewhere in the world. Sir Robert Francis went as far as describing Freedom to Speak Up Guardians as ''pioneers'' with the potential to radically transform the culture of the NHS. In fairness, it's probably too soon to say if the impact of the Guardians is being felt with some Trusts having only recently appointed a Guardian, but the Guardians themselves seem positive about the new role, if perhaps a little daunted about the challenge.
Dr Nick Harper, Freedom to Speak Up Guardian, Deputy Medical Director and Consultant Anaesthetist at Blackpool Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust said, ''The real challenge for us is to maintain and drive forward the culture shift. That is no small task, though it is already starting to gather momentum. Sir Robert's reports set the scene and demonstrated the dangers if we don't change''.
''The key for us is togetherness -working together, sharing good practice and assisting each other as we establish the culture of increased honesty and openness''.
Health Education England turned to whistleblowing experts Public Concern at Work (PCaW) to develop training and educational materials to support staff with raising and responding to concerns in the NHS. Training was in depth and on a broad range of issues, for example, understanding the differences between a work grievance and whistleblowing on an issue that is in the public interest is very important and not always easy to establish (see Box 1 used in PCaW training).
But the real learning will be on the job and through shared learning via the Guardian regional networkswhich will not be easy amongst around 300 current Guardians spread across a wide geographical area.
PCaW has been encouraging workplace whistleblowing and helping workers who have witnessed workplace wrongdoing, risk or malpractice for almost 25 years, giving advice through its confidential advice line.
''A large bulk of our calls consistently come from the health sector and for many years we have been involved in a diverse range of business support work for the NHS at both a national and local level so we are very familiar with the issues the health sector faces, explains Public Concern at Work Chief Executive Cathy James''.
At the first National Guardian Conference at Westminster's Central Hall earlier this year, many appointed Guardians voiced the need for a more formal set structure to the role, for example, uniform protected time. One Guardian spoke of just four allocated hours a week to do the role. Others wanted advice on how to collect data and examples of good working models to use, strategies for engaging resistant groups and tips on influencing senior personnel. But many of the good working models will be developed in practice by the Guardians themselves.
What is known is what doesn't work when it comes to whistleblowing. The National Guardian Office (NGO) asked whistleblowing experts charity PCaW for their expertise on case review and the 20 cases to be dealt with each year by National Guardian (who has a support role to all Guardians), Dr Henrietta Hughes, who has a support role to all Guardians.
One of the biggest challenges for the NGO will be identifying which of the (presumably large number of) cases to take up for review. The second aspect to consider would be the way in which it has been handled by the organisation. PCaW advise poor whistleblowing practice takes one of the two forms: (1) failure to adequately address the concern raised (i.e. stop the wrongdoing) and (2) poor treatment of the individual whistleblower by the employer (managers) or colleagues.
PCaW said the existence of a route for whistleblowers to submit their case for review by an independent national body is very important. Some careful thought will need to be given to exactly how it will work, for instance at what stage a case will qualify for review. Will staff have to have exhausted all internal options, for example, Board, Chair of Audit Committee, and so on, for case review before approaching the NGO?
PCaW has also asked what if the complaint of victimisation is against the Guardian themselves? And what if the Healthcare Safety Investigation Branch (HSIB), a regulator or the employment tribunal, is looking at the same case at the time it is submitted to the NGO for review?
PCaW have advised the NGO that failure to properly investigate a concern risks the wrongdoing continuing, the inability to learn lessons from what has happened, and moreover, the risk of deterring staff from speaking out in the future. One of the most common reasons why workers do not raise concerns is because they fear that their efforts will be in vain.
Where workers see that an organisation has failed to look into a concern, they may blow the whistle to outside bodies. A concern that could have been dealt with swiftly and appropriately internally may be escalated externally due to the organisation's failure to deal with the issue adequately.
Unfortunately, PCaW encounters these types of behaviours all too often and we strongly feel that the longer they go unchallenged, the more they are normalised and even reinforced.
There is a benefit in there being a range of types of cases reviewed by the NGO annually, which will involve careful selection of cases with regard to the types of poor whistleblowing practice set out here and not just the seriousness of the concern itself (particularly when other bodies such as HSIB are sanctioned to look at systemic failures).
PCaW Chief Executive, Cathy James, said, ''All too commonly we hear about cases on our advice line where an organisation has failed, in whole or in part, to investigate a whistleblowing concern. These organisations interpret the raising of a concern as bad news so become defensive, and the whistleblower is told they are wrong, or that it is not their job to worry about it (particularly if no one else seems to be raising concerns about it). There may have been a cursory look into what has happened, or no escalation to enable an investigation and the individual is left feeling that the issue has been swept under the carpet. This may occur where there is a lack of communication between staff or a 'blame culture' exists''.
Another point that needs clarifying is the mechanisms in place for the NGO intervening while a case is on-going. Accepting serious cases for review upon their conclusion is important, but prevention is better than cure, and PCaW has urged it is surely not enough to wait for things to go wrong for the individual when action could have been taken to stop the situation unravelling at the time.
PCaW has asked the NGO what powers it (the NGO) has to contact an organisation and intervene if it becomes clear they are engaging in poor whistleblowing practice.
PCAW Chief Executive, Cathy James, added, ''We assume the NGO will have an escalation process for cases where extremely serious concerns appear to have been ignored by the employing body and the risk to patients is ongoing so that action needs to be taken immediately, regardless of whether the case will be taken on for review.''
The NGO has said it will be conducting further research into the variety of ways in which the Guardian role is being implemented with plans for Freedom to Speak Up Awards later in the year. 
